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From the court outside came snatches of con-
versation, the grumbling of servants, and the echo of
a drinking-bout across the way. It was all muted and
rather pleasant, until a terrific quarrel broke out
without any warning in the room next to ours. There
were three voices, two men and a woman, in a dialect
that was difficult to understand. But the woman
seemed to be holding her own.
"They are quarrelling about who shall sleep with
her," Miao announced. "But much too loud. I shall
go and speak with them."
This was the first demonstration I had of my
friend's power of oratory. He hitched up his braces,
draped himself in his overcoat, and vanished into the
court. I expected him to be knocked down, at the
least, when I heard his quiet voice reading the trio
a little lecture on good travelling manners. But he
came back serenely a moment later, and deathly
silence reigned. My respect for him was enormously
increased.
We were roused early in the morning by the in-
defatigable Li. In default of any better conveyance,
he had re-engaged the rickshaw-men of the day before.
We made a hasty breakfast of biscuits and noodles,
paid our bill, and departed.
However early you may rise in China, there is
always someone up before you. Bullock-waggons
were creaking along the narrow streets, and water-
barrows groaning immelodiously, as we made our
way towards the west gate. Where the waggons had
passed, the roads were eighteen inches deep in mud.
We came out under the walls on to a hard frozen
highway beside the river.